Study of Manuscripts 

By 

Chintaiiaran Chakravarti, Calcutta 

Though the title ol the subject is a broad one, as a student of 
Sanskrit I shall naturally coniine my remarks to the study of MSS 
ol Sanskritic works and give my impressions about the subject 
resulting Irom my work in the line for more than a decade. But I 
am sure most of these remarks will apply equally to MSS of works 
of other languages too. 

It is scarcely necessary to emphasise the need and importance 
of the study of MSS which enshrine the vast treasures of ancient 
India in the form of her rich and valuable literature in different 
branches of learning, only a very small fraction of which has so far 
seen the light of day. 

A diligent search for and a careful study of the MSS is essential 
lor discovering the gems of our literature which lie hidden within 
the bewildering mass of MSS scattered all over the country. An 
intelligent collation of MSS is expected to clear up many 
apparently hopeless textual inaccuracies in the published portion 
of the literature. A study of MSS is however useful not to the 
students of literature alone but to the students of history in general 
as well. A thorough ransacking of the MSS material is essential 
before the reconstruction of a comprehensive history of the litera¬ 
ture of the country may be possible and the trend of the literature 
may be visualised in its true perspective. Students of palaeography 
may collect important and valuable materials from a study of 
MSS—old and late—and supplement the information gathered from 
lithic records and copperplates. One may go so far as to say that 
MSS are the principal source of our paleographical knowledge 
lor the later period of Indian history for which few epigraphicai 
records are available. Manuscripts, apart from the works, are 
oiten found to throw important light on different aspects of social 
history of the country. The place the MSS occupied in the esti¬ 
mation of the people of old days may be very clearly realised from 
the imprecatory verses occurring at the end of many MSS. All 
sorts of curses are heaped on thieves of MSS which, it was the 
desire of the copyists and owners, to preserve as their own 
children. As a matter of fact, we are distinctly told that at the 
time of the Marhatta depredations in Bengal, the people were 
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S“'" g T Ch,ldren ' the ima « es of their tu telary deities and 

dertrf they p , 0ss ® ssed - This shows that these were consi- 

Th r Ir n,0re valuable than aU other earthly possessions. The 
tion of ? anCt . lty assoc 'ated with books in general and dissemina- 

to nrr.i P artlcu lar would prompt even high personalities 

1 epare by their own hands copies of works, especially of a 
r igious nature, not only for their own use but also for the use of 
to ™ t j rested Persons Presentation of copies to scholars as well as 

sai^f ltUt '° nS ^ * emples for public citation, and not the 
sale of Mbs, was regarded as highly meritorious from a religious 

ofM<?d Vlew ', existence of professional copyists and the sale 

record riLT ? S ° ab ? olu ‘ el y unknown. Some of the MSS which 
. history of their sales throw interesting side-light on the 

price of a commodity that was regarded as precious and held in 
great respect. 

v»rin Fr ° ma . St;l< ! y °l MSS ’ we have an idea of the n«ure of the 
various materials ol writing in use in olden times in different 

parts of the country. We meet with various types of county- 

made paper and ink which are found to be of a more lasting nature 

than what are generally used in the present days. It may be 

noticed in this connection that palm-leaf MSS which were far too 

numerous m older days seem to have later on become less popular 

” “ me ° f ^ C T try ‘ U is es P eciall y significant that no 
work m the Bengali language and very few works in the Nagari 

script are known to exist in palm-leaf MSS. The beautiful art 
of calligraphy as noticed in some MSS is also of immense artistic 
interest. Examples of painting and decorative designs occasionally 
met with m certain MSS and covers thereof are of no small value 
to students of the development of art in the land and they have 
already attracted the attention of a number of art connoisseurs. 

— be 8^uning of the scientific study and investigation of MSS 
in India may be traced back to the year 1868-69 when the Govern¬ 
ment took initiative in the matter and introduced a systematic and 
re g ul ar search o f M SS i n different parts of India.* As a result, many 

1 . A report of the work done in different ports of the country in this 
connection was issued by the Central Government in 1878 . It is a matter of 

8r kr c S,nCC the ° ”° ° ther report of the l yP & has been compiled or 

published. Some provincial reports have, of course, been published from time 

to time giving account of only the work done under Government auspices T Zt 
we have little idea about MSS collections even in public libraries and scholarly 
institutions. A general survey of these collections of which there are a fairlv 
arge number in different parts of the country will be highly welcome and useful! 
to scholars. Different Library Associations, busy in collecting materials for thi 
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important MSS have been acquired both by Government as well as 
by private bodies, much useful information which throws welcome 
light on many a dark and little-known corner of the history of 
Indian literature has been collected from a number of MSS that 
could not be acquired and not a few valuable texts have been 
edited and published on the basis of the MSS thus brought to the 
notice of the world of scholars. Catalogues, in cases only of a 
superficial and mechanical character, containing descriptions of 
some of these collections have been published. 

Though a fairly good number of MSS have thus been collected 
from different parts by different institutions and saved from un¬ 
welcome surroundings and very rapid destruction it cannot be 
said that everything that could be collected has been collected. 
The Dacca University, to mention only one of many institutions 
that began their collection of MSS only recently, has been able to 
acquire not only a good number of MSS but many that are very 
important as well. Besides, many of the important MSS that were 
only noticed by earlier scholars in the possession of private owners, 
could now possibly be acquired if serious attempts were made in 
that direction from influential quarters. In the absence of these 
attempts many of the private collections are meeting with rapid 
destruction. 

* 

The general lack of sympathy among the people for objects of 
historical interest has led to the wanton destruction and thoughtless 
disposal of many a small collection of MSS, which are often regarded 
as useless rubbish fit to be thrown into the dustbin or stacked along 
with not so very useful things of the house. It is in this way that 
the MSS of many old pandits have been destroyed or allowed to be 
totally damaged by their descendants some of whom claim to be 
educated. The sense of sanctity associated with MSS again has 
prompted many a fanatic to consign them into the sacred waters of 
the Ganges rather than allow them to be defiled by heterodox 
modern people. 1 Neither could we remain satisfied with mere 

preparation of Directories of Libraries, may do a service to Indology if they 
include within the province of their investigation not only the libraries of printed 
ooks but also those of MSS, some of which are attached to or included in the 
former. The University of Madras which has taken upon itself the self-impos¬ 
ed task of the preparation of an up-to-date edition of the Catalogus Catalogorum 
should also direct their attention to this matter. As a matter of fact, such a 
survey is essential for the preparation of this edition. 

2. A definite case has been referred to in which an old Pandit had tied up 
and sealed all his books in bags, making a will that they were to be sunk in the 
Ganges as soon as his life was extinct— Gough, Papers relating to the Collection 
»nd Preservation oj Ancient Sans. Lit. in Ind Calcutta, 1878, p. 40. 
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collection and hoarding up. Our attempts should be directed as 
much) if not more, to the task of proper preservation and study, as 
to the work of exploration and collection. Proper steps need be 
taken for the scientific preservation of MSS especially against the 
attacks of worms. Special precautions have to be taken for MSS 
other than those on paper, particularly those on palm-leaf. It is 
not only more brittle than paper but more liable to the ravages of 
worms. And it is to be remembered that some of the oldest MSS" 
are on palm-leaf. It prompt steps are not taken for their preserva¬ 
tion or substitution much valuable material will be lost. As things 
stand at present, there are large stocks of these MSS lying 
uncared-for and uncatalogued in many parts ol the country exposed 
to the mercy of white ants and the ravages of a climate not at all 
favourable for the preservation of antiquities. 

The condition of the huge collections of MSS even in 
various scholarly institutions is not ideal. It is true that they are now 
in safe custody but without proper care and regular handling they 
stand the risk of being worm-eaten and jammed. Scholarly owners 
of MSS ot old were very particular about the preservation of the 
few MSS possessed by them, by regular and careful handling and 
sunning. It is a matter ol joy to all students of old literature that 
the present Council of the Royal Asiatic Society of Bengal which 
has under its charge one of the largest collections of MSS in India 
is taking active steps in this matter and it may be hoped the Society 
will also take the initiative in encouraging a proper study of MSS. 
It was the Society which took a leading part in the collection and 
study of MSS even from its inception long before the Govern¬ 
ment had taken up the matter. 

But the problem of preservation is not a very easy one. And 
the ultimate aim of preservation is nothing but offering facilities 
for publication and study. Hence, critical studies of the contents 
of the MSS and the publication of the results thereof seem to be 
the best way of preserving these brittle materials. It is however a 
pity that study of MSS does not appear to have received as much 
impetus and encouragement as the study and investigation of other 
types of antiquities in India. As a matter of fact, Archaeology, 
including Numismatics, apparently being more interesting and 
popular, has claimed far more attention from scholars and people 
at large. 

What is all the more regrettable is that even a section of 
scholarly people appears to be not favourably disposed towards 
what seems to be useless waste of energy and time involved in the 
work of studying and cataloguing MSS. There are scholars again 
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who are of opinion that this is not the business of real scholars, as 
very little scholarship is in demand for the work. This attitude, 
which is shared by people in general, has gone to discourage this 
type of work in India to a great extent. Consequently, the study 
of MSS has not thrived as much as it should have. We have there¬ 
fore not only not been eager to produce a book of the type of 
Clarke s ‘ Descent of MSS,’ but also not taken the uncomfortable 
task of compiling scientific Descriptive Catalogues of MSS. 

What is required in the first instance is a change of out-look 
and a proper realisation of the situation. An opinion needs be 
developed that the preparation of critical descriptions of MSS is as 
important as, if not more than, mere hoarding up of huge collec¬ 
tions, and allowing them an undisturbed resting place in a 
commodious building. 

It is true the difficulty in the study of MSS for the preparation 
ol a Descriptive Catalogue and the consequent slow progress is 
often discouraging. As a result, the number of scholars attracted 
by it is comparatively small. The hard labour, often fruitless, 
involved in the work of arranging and cataloguing MSS is seldom 
realised even by scholars who have no practical experience of the 
work. Usually a disarranged and imperfect MS that appears on 
first sight to be a new work and an important find loses much of 
its novelty when a proper arrangement and careful scrutiny extend¬ 
ing for hours, and sometimes for days, reveal that it constitutes 
nothing but a portion of a work already well-known. 

As a matter of fact, the task of identifying the names of works 
and their authors at least in the case of fragmentary MSS is a really 
difficult one. It is interesting to note how a copyist of a Manuscript 
belonging to Yangiya Sahitya Parishat frankly admits his inability 
to determine the name of a Vaisnava work and requests his readers 
to find it out. It will also be noticed that the identification of real 
names is occasionally quite difficult even in cases where names do 
occur. I*or these names are sometimes misleading referring as 
they do to titles of particular sections of the works and not to the 
titles of the works themselves. Confusion created by the occurrence 
of different names in different MSS of the same work is also not 
rare. A Tantric digest by Nijanandanatha is referred to by as 
rnany as four different names in four different Descriptive 
Catalogues. 

The difficulties involved in the identification of the names of 
authors is due to several causes. Some MSS do not refer to the 
names of authors in the colophons. This has led to great confusion 
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with regard to the identification of the author of n i 

star some r s 

instance „f £-? W a PP ear t0 be a riddle. A MS for 

of the au tho h n b«h ThT- ! m a diCa ‘ W ° rk * refers t0 ** name 

,. both the introductory and concluding verse as 
Kujaped, which is an unusual name. Happily the actual 

kZ n KuVZ e,m \T tC “ R5maI ° Cana while mother note expTain’s 
Ramapadl refer/to L " 1 ^' 18 R5maI ° Cana - One Ramacarana o, 

tesfftsz rtsr a rt ac=: ^ 

essemkrwnre'of 3 ' indi “ tion , of the object-matter, which is an 

often than nore„lV 0 n 0 e g le«ed^„ e ’ D ,h<) t Ugh Unfortunatel y ">»* 
task which J y . ne S lecte Q in practice, is another difficult 

required for tT^TV 

^^ytiptr f T £ 

titles have mhiled scholars ar^given below**-^ 6 ^ 

oi tr- 

been described as ‘ a work Trhe^c^ “ San ^ Ht ’ has 

darn, another erammati; M i , . , ‘ Mtznoramakucamar - 

The surnameTr author 'r 38 2 WWk ° n 

d°u f tF^“ - 

factory output of materials that reflect |;«u de ‘ ettlve and unsatis- 
ButitisseMom thattl.defects td‘ £U 7'Z™ ^efoTa 

wrong descriptions! d6SJ&t fr ° m ment, ° ning b y name the works containing these 
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descriptive catalogue come to be detected. For very few oeoole 
are interested in MSS. And defects when detected are scarcely 

taken seriously, as these are considered as almost normal features 

of a catalogue. Thus lack of appreciation on the one hand and 
absence of any censure on the other have combined to con¬ 
stitute stupendous obstacles in the way of the production of 
really good catalogues. And hence the defects usually met with 
in a Catalogue of MSS, to which attention was drawn by pTof 

t aboTr earIy 38 187 r >4 are perSiStin S even — «ft*r the lapse 
ot aoout three quarters of a century. It is not unknown to scholars 

dal d - nH' P . Ve cat f a “ gues are generally full of superficial descrip- 

each na^nd °l th * aubstan “' size > "timber of folios, lines on 

ning and the e^d 6 Tb ?a r , eproduction of e «racU from the begin- 
g and the end. The subject-matter is not generally indicated or 

indicated in a very rough and slip-shod manner depending on the 

features tfZ Th ^ Con * ain referenced the 6 special 
comparison of ^ anUSCr . ip ?f * S re . vealed b ? a careful analysis and a 
other cItTogues aVa,laWe Pnnted editi ° nS ° r de *eriptions of 

subje^-ttteTrr^L^eW:- ^ in4i “ ti0M 

‘TanfriJiw^ W 7 k ’ the Saubhagyaratnakara, i s described as a 

the /Inr li? S ?- 0 myStlC worshi P- only description given of 
tb M«/a, a work on magic and incantations, is trhat lt is 
somewhat interesting for a section of students ’ W c- •*? - 
naiantra which deals w \th i 7? * ‘ The Sank b^ 

imikhi £ i -w j h he detaiIs of the worship of Vagala- 

the means r.f Cr l b ,. ed “ contamm 6 ‘ a seri “ of directions-.regarding 
1 f obtaining supernatural power in warfare*. 

in i t , mUSt ' ° f C °, Urse ' be admitted ‘hat these defects are due, not 

absenceTa’nv , ‘ mc0n, .P et * nce oi the compilers but to their 

of sunnlv a "J “I the matter ’ This is sim Ply * question 

nudv PP of y msV ," d 'i ? T St have t0 be confessed that the 
logues k ,f f SS | P , tl f U ^ r , y the compilation of descriptive cata- 
gues, 1S after aH a thankless task. The worker in this field can- 

ZZ* oft, Case : Sati8fy e i ther himse,f « W» readers aid Sat 

en ion has H 7^ ° m ' F<>r difficuWes > ‘° which 

ami has b ® en drawn - many cases baffle attempts at solution 

'"spite o^all'" tly damp the spirits of the compiler. But 
and P nor l d . lffi f ult,es ‘he compilation of scientific catalogues 

be the 3 im eC f aniCal r S cont r ainin g superficial descriptions, should 

he ami of every library ofMSS though the former may require 

4 * Gough, op. cit., pp. 193-4. 


7 



80 


CHINTAHARAN CHAKRAVART1 


more time and money. Mere lists arc often more welcome than 
unscientific descriptive catalogues. An indication may be given 
here of the main points on which the compiler of a scientific 
descriptive catalogue should give special attention. 6 

1. Identification of the correct name of the work and the 
author. 

2 Clear indication of the subject-matter, specially in the case 
oi works not yet published or properly described. 

3. Reference to the special features of the manuscripts— 
eir extent, variations, if any, they may possess in comparison 

with printed editions or other MSS. 

4. Quotation of important extracts only from manuscripts of 
works, not yet published, or properly described. Unnecessary 
swelling of the volume of a catalogue by the repetition of the same 
description of a work under different MSS of it ought to be avoided 
most scrupulously. 

x An introduction drawing attention to the important features 
of the collections described in a particular volume. Pointed 
attention requires to be drawn to the really valuable and important 
works in the collections described, as the collections more often 
than not abound with much that is of little use making preservation 
and cataloguing equally irksome. 

A catalogue that ignores these points is of little use to scholars. 
In the absence, however, of a central organization to give impetus 
to and necessary guidance in the matter, very little systematic and 
valuable work can be expected, especially as most of the libraries 
possessing MSS have little idea of the nature and value of a scienti¬ 
fic catalogue and scarcely the necessary funds and competent 
workers required for undertaking such a catalogue. Much valuable 
results may be expected if the Government might be induced to 
start a MSS Department like the Epigraphic Department to be 
attached to the Archaeological Department of the Government 
of India. I his Department may be engaged in the work 
of acquisition and preservation 'of MSS and in giving 
encouragement to, and lay down the principles to be followed 
in, the preparation of careful scholarly descriptions ol them. 

A Manuscriptia Indica of the type of the Epigraphia Indica\ 
publishing thorough analysis of important MSS pointing to their 

5. Compare in this connection the remarks of Kielhorn-Gough, op. tit, pp. 

6. New legislation should also be made or existing laws should be so 
amended as to penalise vandalism with MSS. 

8 



STUDY OF MANUSCRIPTS 


81 


importance and usefulness, may be inaugurated for rescuing and 
properly displaying the valuable gems contained in them/ This 
will serve to furnish ideals for workers in different parts of the 
country to follow, and ultimately lead to discourage the haphazard 
and mechanical descriptions as usually found in manv a catalogue 
of MSS. J 6 

It seems the Archaeological Department had at one time an 
intention of adding such a section and MSS had therefore been 
collected. But the intention unfortunately appears to have been 
given up. These MSS have now been transferred to the Royal 
Asiatic Society of Bengal. So, if and so long as the Department is 
not agreeable to such a new venture, the Royal Asiatic Society of 
Bengal, the oldest institution which is systematically carrying on, 
lor more than a century, work in connection with the investigation 
and study of MSS, or one of the many universities interested in 
Indological studies may take up the lead in the matter and set up 
an organization for the purpose. The Universities may do much 
to popularise and arouse interest in the subject by including study 

oj MSS in the curricula of Post-Graduate studies in Indian 
languages. 

It will not be an exaggeration to say that if learned bodies of 
the country interested in the investigation of the cultural heritage 
of the country do not take an immediate and concerted move in the 
matter valuable treasures of MSS, still existing, will riot take long 
to be lost irretrievably like those that have been lost or destroyed 
in tne past through natural or human agencies." 


7 * cf. Gough, op, eit.i pp. 7, 24, 212 . 
K. V. 6 9 



